Lactose intolerance: analysis of underlying factors.
We studied the degree of lactose digestion and orocecal transit time (OCTT) as possible causes for the variability of symptoms of lactose intolerance (LI) in a sample of a population with genetically determined low lactase activity. Lactose digestion index (LDI) was measured by the recently developed 13C-lactose/2H-glucose test. The OCTT was determined using the breath hydrogen test. Based on a 6-h symptom score (SSC) after a challenge dose of 25 g of lactose the subjects were divided into a tolerant group (T: n= 15; SSC = 0) and an intolerant group (IT: n= 28; SSC 1-40). The intolerant group was subdivided according to the severity of symptoms: group ITa (n = 17; mild symptoms without diarrhoea) and group ITb (n = 11; with diarrhoea). The LDI was lower in the intolerant group (0.34 +/- 0.14) (mean +/- SD) than in the tolerant group (0.47 +/- 0.14) (P = 0.008). The OCTT of group IT (60, 30-90 min) (median, quartiles) was significantly shorter than that of group T (105, 60-120 min) (P = 0.003) and was positively correlated with the LDI (P = 0.050). In groups ITa and ITb the OCTT (60, 30-90 min; 60, 26-83 min) and LDI (0.30 +/- 0.14; 0.39 +/- 0.14) were similar. Lactose digestion capacity, which is determined by small intestinal lactase activity as well as by OCTT, affects the occurrence of lactose intolerance. However, the major difference in intolerance symptoms is caused by differences in the colonic processing of maldigested lactose.